Plastic bag reduction policies: What is the most effective approach?

Abstract:
Plastic pollution has been a hot topic in the scientific
community for decades, and more recently, legislation
to curb the problem has been popping up across the
globe. Plastic bags are a particular item that has been
identified as a large offender in plastic pollution. The
environmental damage and economic cost of this
pollution is widely documented and can be reviewed
in Derraik’s 2002 study and Wagner’s 2017 study.
This paper will review and analyze literature on the
success of plastic bag reduction policies around the
world, and determine which solutions are most
effective in order to make relevant policy
recommendations. The three main policy strategies
reviewed in this paper are bans, fees or taxes, and
education or marketing. I initially estimated that the
most effective policy would be a full ban on plastic
bags. My research found that the most effective policy
is a ban coupled with a high rate fee on substitute
products like paper or compostable bags. However, in
jurisdictions where a ban cannot be adequately
enforced or passed into law, fees or taxes for plastic bags
should still help to reduce usage. Marketing and educational
campaigns for these policies had mixed results, more
research is needed in this area.
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Ban
Charge
Voluntary charge agreement
Partial charge or ban (municipal/regional level)
No legal restrictions

Literature review and critique:
● Bans led to 96% decrease in bag usage in South
Australia; ineffective in Delhi due to lack of
enforcement capacity; effective in US cities, but
resulted in higher demand for paper bags.
● Low rate fees resulted in ~40% decrease in bag usage
in cities across the US; study of Montreal found that
these “nudge” fees were only highly effective among
populations with higher incomes and higher
educational attainment levels.
● High rate fees: 94% decrease in bag usage in Ireland;
very effective in Botswana; ineffective in South Africa,
but the prices fluctuated throughout the study.
● Education/Marketing: Unsuccessful on their own in the
US and South Australia; increased the effectiveness of
fees in US and Delhi when used in tandem; Delhi study
found that positive messaging is more effective than
negative messaging; most of the studies failed to
account for the impact of messaging in educational and
marketing campaigns for these policies.

Policy recommendations:
● Bans are the most effective policy in
jurisdictions that have the capacity to
enforce them, these policies should be
combined with high rate fees on paper
bags to avoid demand shift.
● High fees or taxes are the second most
effective policy, best choice for
jurisdictions with low enforcement
capacity, but it is important that the fees
stay consistently high enough to
discourage consumption.
● Education and marketing can be
combined with either of the above
policies to increase effectiveness, but
messaging should emphasize positive
reinforcement.
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